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“Dat Ain’ No Oak Stump”: Landscapes, Ecocentrism, and the Legacy
of White Supremacy in Chesnutt’s Conjure Tales
Ethan Child
In his recent New York Times article “Hidden in
Plain Sight: The Ghosts of Segregation,” photojournalist
Richard Frishman shares his collection of photographs
that capture the physical remnants of segregation that
still endure across America’s built environment. His
photographs capture such structures as “Colored” entrances
to theaters, “segregation walls” designed to separate
Black patrons in restaurants, and faded signs advertising
“all white” staff. One photograph depicts the remains of
Bryant’s Grocery & Meat Market in Money, Mississippi,
the site where Emmett Till was accused of whistling at a
white woman, which would lead to him being kidnapped,
tortured, and lynched at fourteen years of age. All that
remains of the structure is a single crumbling brick wall,
shrouded in layers of vines and thorns; a human-built
structure, marked by the horrors of white supremacy, now
fuses with the natural landscape. Frishman explains that he
hopes his photographs will “heighten awareness, motivate
action and spark an honest conversation about the legacy
of racial injustice in America” (Frishman). Through his
focus on “legacy,” Frishman recognizes these traces of
segregation not merely as reminders of a painful history but
as physical markers of the racial injustice that continues to
shape our landscape, our present, and our future.
How should acknowledgement of the legacy of
white supremacy inform our ways of thinking about our
environment and our future? The paradigmatic conception
of the current environmental crisis within the mainstream
environmental discourse emphasizes the “newness” of the
challenges we are facing; such a perspective maintains
that the devastation of climate change is unparalleled by
any preceding forms of devastation in human history,
underscoring an urgent need for radical action. This
perspective, however, also obscures the ways in which the
environmental crisis is prefigured by other moral challenges
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from history, such as slavery. As humanity stands at the
precipice of widespread destruction of life as we know it,
we are faced with the options of either imagining entirely
new ways of living or seeking guidance from existing
traditions that have led humans through past struggles. This
conflict in environmental thinking parallels the tensions
that existed during the Reconstruction era, when white
planters and opportunists rebuilt on the sites of plantations
while the formerly enslaved people who had worked and
cultivated those plantations reaped little to nothing from the
“reconstructed” American landscape. Just as the rebuilding
of the American landscape during the Reconstruction era
ultimately reinforced white supremacy, contemporary
environmentalist calls to reimagine our lifestyles and
worldviews threaten to erase the historical intersections of
race and the natural environment if we do not challenge
whose voices shape environmental thinking.
Charles W. Chesnutt offers an insightful account
of the power dynamics between white people and formerly
enslaved African Americans in the Reconstruction era
South in his conjure tales, which were published in
various periodicals in the late nineteenth century. In these
stories, Chesnutt introduces the character Uncle Julius,
who relays enslaved people’s intimate connection with
and understanding of the Southern landscape to the white
Northerners John and Annie through folktales imbued
with African American mythology and tradition. Chesnutt
paints a southern landscape that, not unlike Frishman’s
visions of a built environment imprinted with the legacy of
segregation, is indelibly marked by slavery. Uncle Julius, as
a formerly enslaved person, holds a deep understanding of
this environment, which results in a shift of power between
him and the white Northerners. By emphasizing Uncle
Julius’s understanding of the environment throughout his
interactions with white characters, Chesnutt both displays
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the interconnectedness of race and environmental thinking
and offers a critique of the ways in which white supremacy
obstructs Black people from participating in environmental
dialogue. His illustration of a formerly-enslaved character’s
understanding of the environment anticipates the current
need to foreground Black voices in environmental
discourse.
While Chesnutt’s stories are relevant to this
contemporary discourse, they cannot be removed from
the historical context of the post-Reconstruction era.
In his depiction of John’s procuring of land that was
formerly a plantation, Chesnutt reflects on the politics of
land ownership in the Reconstruction south. Questions of
who had right to the land on former plantations were at
the political forefront during Reconstruction, and many
formerly enslaved African Americans saw land ownership
as a priority. In 1865, the establishment of the Freedmen’s
Bureau saw the glimmer of a legal path toward land
redistribution that never came to fruition due to President
Johnson’s Reconstruction policies of 1865 and 1866 that
reinstated former Confederate planters’ ownership of
abandoned and confiscated land (Painter 144). Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. argues that Johnson sought to return the land
to the white planters out of concern of the “fundamental
transformation” that land redistribution “would cause
in the structure of the economy in the South and in the
relations between black and white” (31). According to
Gates, Johnson did not want to disrupt white supremacist
power structures that were tied to land ownership. Instead,
Johnson’s policies reinforced a system that did not allow
formerly enslaved people to own the land that they
cultivated.
The conjure tales illustrate these Reconstruction
policies’ impact on African Americans in the South.
His depiction of Uncle Julius, a character who has no
legal claim to the land with which he shares a personal
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history, and John, a white opportunist from the North
with no knowledge of the history of the Southern
landscape, illuminates the iniquity of the Union’s failure to
appropriately redistribute the land on former plantations.
But Chesnutt’s examination of hegemonic land ownership
should not be contained to Reconstruction. Ellen Goldner
situates Chesnutt’s conjure tales within a broader history
of imperialism. She argues that Chesnutt “overlays the
Northern capitalist’s venture on earlier acts of Western
incursion as John, like his European predecessors who
colonized Africa, travels over distance from North to South
and appropriates for his profit the land and labor of the
man with darker skin” (Goldner 41). Goldner suggests that
John’s purchasing of the vineyard is not only an illustration
of the injustices of Reconstruction-era land development
but also an act foreshadowed by a history of colonization.
According to Goldner’s reading, Chesnutt’s fiction
functions both as a critique local to the Reconstruction
South and a global, transhistorical exploration of the
tensions that exist between the oppressed and the oppressor.
It is this universal facet of Chesnutt’s fiction that offers
insight into current environmental dialogue.
In order to recognize the relevance of Chesnutt’s
stories in examination of diverging environmental
approaches, it is first necessary to address the roles that
race, and racism have in shaping how we think about
the environment. In their article “Is Climate Change
a New Kind of Problem? The Role of Theology and
Imagination in Climate Ethics,” Forrest Clingerman and
Kevin J. O’Brien examine the aforementioned divide in
contemporary environmental discourse between those
who frame climate change as an entirely unique and
unprecedented challenge and those who emphasize the
parallels and intersections between climate change and
preceding systems of oppression and injustice. Clingerman
and O’Brien argue that “those who stress the newness
of climate change as a moral problem are emphasizing

the need to reimagine fundamental questions of meaning
and truth in the Anthropocene, while those who relate
climate change to previous moral challenges are seeking
to draw more strength from existing and longstanding
traditions” (2). While Clingerman and O’Brien recognize
how emphasizing the “newness” of climate change might
obscure the “strength” that can be found in pre-existing
traditions, it is important also to note how such framing
of climate change as a “new” problem diminishes the
ways in which environmental degradation intersects with
white supremacy. For example, in Learning to Die in the
Anthropocene, Roy Scranton calls for decidedly new ways
of thinking about the environmental crisis when he writes,
“Over and against capitalism, we will need a new way of
thinking our collective existence. We need a new vision
of who ‘we’ are” (19). But who is the “we” that Scranton
refers to? Scranton makes the case that people within
a specific economic system and a specific culture need
to embrace new ways of thinking in the face of climate
change, but he fails to address those who are outside of
these systems, including those who already suffer at the
hands of these systems.
Scranton’s perspective that recognizes climate
change as an unprecedented human crisis—what
Clingerman and O’Brien dub the sui generis perspective—
enables environmentalist thinkers to distance themselves
from the ways in which environmental injustice is
rooted in white supremacy, as the call for a “new way of
thinking” ignores marginalized people who already hold
ecocentric perspectives despite white, colonial hegemony.
Contemporary environmentalists might turn to Chesnutt’s
conjure tales as a testament to the fact that ecocentric
worldviews predate more recent environmental movements.
Though Chesnutt wrote these stories in the late nineteenth
century, his writing elevates marginalized voices that are
still excluded from much mainstream discourse. Chesnutt
highlights these voices quite literally through his use
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of dialect, which distinguishes Uncle Julius as a Black
character and emphasizes the social barriers between the
Black and white characters in the stories.
The divides between these characters, however, are
not limited to differing dialects. As an African American
in the Reconstruction era, Uncle Julius possesses a set of
cultural beliefs that set him apart from John and Annie.
His apparent belief in “conjure”—a supernatural tradition
based in African folklore—informs his understanding of the
land he dwells on. In emphasizing Uncle Julius’s African
American folk beliefs, Chesnutt presents an alternative
perspective to John’s view of land ownership. Jeffrey
Myers argues that Chesnutt, through the character of Uncle
Julius, “envisions a way of inhabiting the South that is
humanly and ecologically sustainable, an ecocentric way
of viewing the self in the landscape that does not require
mastery over nature or other people” (Myers 7). According
to Myers, Chesnutt’s alternative to a mainstream white
American view of the environment centers around the ways
in which humans are interconnected with nature.
Chesnutt conveys this interconnectedness of
humans and the natural environment in “The Goophered
Grapevine,” in which an enslaved character, Henry, is
“goophered” so that his physical health and appearance
correlate with the growth of the scuppernong vines on the
plantation. Uncle Julius explains that, when a “Yankee”
came to the plantation to “l’arn de w’ite folks how to raise
grapes en make wine” and “dug too close under de roots”
of the vines, both the vines and Henry died, leaving the
master without his vineyard and without Henry’s labor
(Chesnutt 12–13). Embedded within Uncle Julius’s conjure
tale is an understanding of the need to tend both to human
and non-human life in order to sustain the environment.
The interconnectedness of Henry’s health and the health
of the scuppernong vines serves as a symbolic reminder of
plantation masters’ simultaneous decimation of both land
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and enslaved people. After sharing this story with John and
Annie, Uncle Julius, in response to Annie’s skepticism,
explains, “I ain’ skeered ter eat de grapes, ‘caze I knows de
old vines fum de noo ones; but wid strangers dey ain’ no
tellin’ w’at mought happen” (13). Uncle Julius’s assertion
of his ability to distinguish between the old and new vines
underscores the depth of his knowledge of the land and
its history—a knowledge that John and Annie, the white
Northerners, do not possess.
Chesnutt highlights John’s apparent inability to
grasp the symbolic morals and warnings of Uncle Julius’s
stories, further placing Uncle Julius’s environmental
perspectives outside of white ontologies. At the end
of “The Goophered Grapevine,” John explains that he
ultimately purchased the vineyard and, gloating about its
“thriving condition,” notes that it “is often referred to by
the local press as a striking illustration of the opportunities
open to Northern capital in the development of Southern
industries” (13). John, ironically, fails to recognize how
his success in these enterprises is built on the work of the
enslaved people that Uncle Julius describes. Examining
John and Julius’s fundamentally different relationships
with the history of the land, Edward Clough argues, “In the
contrasting figures of John and Julius, the white Northern
desire to contain and bury the past sites is constantly
opposed by a black Southern understanding of the past as
an enduring and pervasive part of the present landscape”
(89). Chesnutt conveys this sense of the past being “part
of the present landscape” through Uncle Julius’s folkloric
beliefs that aspects of the landscape carry curse from the
era of slavery. For example, in “The Gray Wolf’s Ha’nt,”
Uncle Julius attempts to sway John from purchasing a
track of land by the swamp, claiming that “bad luck w’at
follers folks w’at ‘sturbs dat trac’ er lan’” (Chesnutt 81).
Despite Uncle Julius’s story of how the patch of land is
the site of a haunted grave, John ultimately clears the land
and concludes, “I cannot say, of course, that someone had
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not been buried there; but if so, the hand of time had long
since removed any evidence of the fact” (89–90). John’s
perspective of time “removing” the evidence of Uncle
Julius’s stories encapsulates the ways in which white
landowners’ reclaiming of the landscape erases the history
of the land, in contrast with formerly enslaved people’s
recognition of the permanent legacy of slavery.
Clough distinguishes between these perspectives
of the landscape by coining the terms “postslavery” and
“postplantation.” He explains, “Where a postslavery
plantation describes a landscape which bears visible
traces of its history, a postplantation landscape would
be one in which the plantation’s structures have passed
beyond recognition. Where postslavery relates to ruins,
postplantation relates to the politics and practices of
clearing” (Clough 90). Applying these terms to the “conjure
stories,” it is evident that Uncle Julius holds a postslavery
perspective of the landscape while John engages in a
postplantation erasure of that landscape. Chesnutt offers
perhaps the clearest juxtaposition of these perspectives in
“The Marked Tree.” Julius’s knowledge of the history of
the Spencer family’s up as tree causes him to recognize the
stump of the tree—its symbolic “ruins”—as an enduring
remnant of a sinister legacy, much like Frishman’s
photographs of the remnants of segregation. When he urges
John not to sit on the stump, John observes, “I don’t see
anything dangerous about the stump” (Chesnutt 133). Here,
John epitomizes a postplantation view of the landscape in
that he does not “see” or recognize the legacy of slavery.
When Julius replies, “Dat ain’ no oak stump” (133), he
does not merely correct John regarding the type of tree to
which the stump belongs but also implies that the stump
holds greater meaning beyond its physical appearance.
When John later clears the land, he takes care to have “the
stump of the Spencer oak extracted” (144), physically
erasing the legacy of slavery and realizing his desire for a
postplantation landscape.

At the core of this conflict between postslavery
and postplantation perspectives are the same tensions
that underlie contemporary conflicting perspectives
on the “newness” of the environmental crisis. Just as a
postplantation view of the landscape erases the legacy
of slavery in the interest of rebuilding, the sui generis
perspective of the environmental crisis diminishes the
ways in which white supremacy is at the root of much
ecological devastation in the interest of reimagining new
ways of living—that is, climate change is not so much a
“new” problem but, rather, another product of the enduring
problem of white supremacy. In his essay “Whose Earth Is
It Anyway?” Black theologian James H. Cone emphasizes
the interconnectedness of racism and environmental
degradation, arguing, “The logic that led to slavery and
segregation in the Americas, colonization and Apartheid
in Africa, and the rule of white supremacy throughout
the world is the same one that leads to the exploitation
of animals and the ravaging of nature” (36). Confronting
the white supremacist “logic” that undergirds humans’
“ravaging” of the natural environment, Cone elucidates
a distinctive historical connection between Black people
and the environment, as Black people’s experiences
of oppression and exploitation at the hands of white
supremacy parallel the destruction of the environment by
institutions of white supremacy. Cone’s argument echoes
Chesnutt’s depiction of Julius’s insightful relationship
with the environment. The sui generis perspective of the
environmental crisis diminishes the insight that Chesnutt
and Cone suggest can be gained from examining Black
people’s historical and ongoing struggles to endure and
overcome white supremacy.
Chesnutt symbolizes the connection between
enslaved people and the natural environment through
Julius’s stories in which enslaved characters embody
agricultural resources. In “Dave’s Neckliss,” for example,
Julius describes how Dave, after suffering a cruel and
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unjust punishment, comes to believe that he is not a human
but a ham and, ultimately, kills himself in a smokehouse.
Julius describes how “right ober de fier, hangin’ fum one
er de rafters, wuz Dave; dey wuz a rope roun’ his neck”
(41). Here, Chesnutt evokes both the image of animal meat
cooking in a smokehouse and the image of a lynching, with
his emphasis of the hanging and burning of Dave’s body.
This image has historical resonance given the surge of
white supremacist violence during the Reconstruction and
post-Reconstruction eras, when, in the eyes of many white
Americans, Black people’s lives lost their value as property
(Painter 151). Chesnutt’s description of Dave’s body calls
to mind the horrors of slavery and the subsequent enduring
horrors of white supremacist violence. In linking these
images, Chesnutt illustrates how the agricultural slaughter
of animals, slavery, and the lynching of African Americans
are all products of human domination, over either other
species or each other.
Chesnutt further underscores the distinctive
connection between enslaved people and the natural
environment through the supernatural elements of “The

Conjurer’s Revenge,” in which Julius describes how an
enslaved man named Primus was once transformed into
a mule. Julius’s supposed belief in this story shapes how
he perceives mules, as he explains, “I doan lack ter dribe
a mule. I’s alluz afeared I mought be imposin’ on some
human creetur; eve’y time I cuts a mule wid a hick’ry,
’pears ter me mos’ lackly I’s cuttin’ some er my own
relations, er somebody e’se w’at can’t he’p deyse’ves”
(Chesnutt 24). Julius expresses an inclination for the ethical
treatment of mules that is rooted in a sense of empathy
for the animal. His description of the mule as one of his
“own relations” resonates with the historical, symbolic
association between the mule and slavery. American
agriculture exploited enslaved African Americans in the
same way that it exploited mules as a resource. Chesnutt
evokes this racist comparison by depicting an enslaved
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man’s transformation into a mule. By highlighting Julius’s
empathy for mules, Chesnutt reveals how enslaved people’s
connection with animals reshapes their environmental
ethics.
John misunderstands Julius’s relationship with
animals. In “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare,” while describing
Julius’s helpfulness in maintaining his newly acquired
land, John observes that Julius “was a marvelous hand in
the management of horses and dogs, with whose mental
processes he manifested a greater familiarity than mere
use would seem to account for, though it was doubtless
due to the simplicity of a life that had kept him close to
nature” (Chesnutt 90). Instead of valuing Julius’s ecocentric
perspective that is informed by his empathy with nonhumans, John reduces Julius’s relationship with the animals
to a mere “simplicity.” Myers argues that, in making
such judgments of Julius, John “dismisses as ‘primitive’
a lifetime of knowledge gained in a particular landscape
from a native cultural point of view” (8). According to
Myers’s reading of the conjure tales, Julius, with his
“lifetime of knowledge” as a formerly enslaved person,
offers environmental insight that white people would learn
from. John, however, embodies the ways in which white
supremacy prevents such a dialogue from taking place
across races.
Similar silencing of Black voices occurs in
contemporary discussions of climate change, as calls for a
sui generis approach to rethinking the human-environment
relationship dismiss the solutions that might already
be found among non-dominant and oppressed peoples.
According to Clingerman and O’Brien, characterizing,
or not characterizing, climate change as a new problem
impact “how we understand it, its workable solutions, and
what it means for human self-understanding” (6). How
we conceptualize the environmental crisis, then, plays a
significant role in determining whose voices we turn to
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when seeking solutions for a more sustainable future. Cone
poses the question, “Do we have any reason to believe that
the culture most responsible for the ecological crisis will
also provide the moral and intellectual resources for the
earth’s liberation?” (43). In challenging white culture’s
competency for solving environmental issues, Cone shifts
focus on Black voices that offer valuable perspectives of
the human-environment relationship. Yet, despite the value
of their perspectives, Black people have, according to
Cone, been excluded from the mainstream environmental
movement. Cone attributes this exclusion to a widespread
failure to recognize the interrelatedness of racial justice and
environmental protection; he notes that prominent leaders
in the environmental movement “are mostly middle- and
upper-class whites who are unprepared culturally and
intellectually to dialogue with angry blacks” while AfricanAmerican leaders in the racial justice movement “are leery
of talking about anything with whites that will distract
from the menacing reality of racism” (37). Cone makes the
compelling point that both groups need to re-envision their
separate movements as a shared fight for justice and quality
of life for humankind and otherkin.
Cone is careful, however, not to suggest that these
separate communities—the African American community
fighting for racial justice and the largely white mainstream
environmentalist community—are equally responsible for
the division between the racial-justice and environmental
movements; rather, he demonstrates how the mainstream
environmental movement has silenced Black voices.
Cone argues that, within the mainstream environmental
discourse, “people of color are not treated seriously, that
is, as if they have something essential to contribute to the
conversation” (42). Even though people of color have a
significant stake in environmental reform, as they, like the
natural environment, have struggled to surmount human
domination driven by white supremacy, mainstream
environmental discourse does not recognize a space for

Black voices. The silencing of these voices, of course,
only serves to further promote environmental injustice and
advance white supremacy. If the environmental movement
only reflects the concerns of a white elite, then it fails to
protect all the earth and its inhabitants. Cone challenges the
white-centric environmental movement, asking, “How can
we create a genuinely mutual ecological dialogue between
whites and people of color if one party acts as if they have
all the power and knowledge?” (42). Here, Cone asserts
a need to reexamine how Black voices are invited in the
broader environmental discourse.
The conjure tales offer some insight into the ways
in which contemporary environmental discourse might be
reframed to uplift, rather than silence, Black voices and
perspectives. By framing Uncle Julius’s stories within
John’s white perspective, Chesnutt illustrates how African
American understandings of nature challenge white
hegemony and critiques how white supremacy undermines
the productive dialogue that might otherwise occur across
races in regard to the environment. As he reveals Julius’s
understandings of the natural environment, Chesnutt also
presents how John and Annie grapple with these stories,
suggesting the ways in which Black experiences and
insights might reshape white-centric perspectives. John
observes that Julius’s “way of looking at the past seemed
very strange to us; his view of certain sides of life was
essentially different from ours” (33). John’s evaluation of
Julius’s “way of looking at the past” falls short of Cone’s
call for white people to recognize the essential insights
of African Americans in environmental discourse but still
allows that Julius offers a perspective that is, if nothing
else, different.
It is through John’s interaction with this unique
perspective, however, that Chesnutt criticizes white
people’s disregard for the Black intellect. John, observing
Julius, contemplates, “Whether the sacred name of liberty
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ever set his soul aglow with a generous fire; whether he had
more than the most elementary ideas of love, friendship,
patriotism, religion, —things which are half, and the better
half, of life to us; whether he even realized, except in a
vague, uncertain way, his own degradation, I do not know”
(34). Here, John discredits Julius’s ability to understand
even his own struggle and, thereby, undermines Julius’s
insights as a formerly enslaved African American; in other
words, he maintains white supremacy. By examining
how white supremacy obstructs the environmental
understanding that Julius might otherwise convey to John,
Chesnutt anticipates the more recent silencing of Black
voices in the environmental movement.
Chesnutt effectively demonstrates a need
to acknowledge and uplift the unique and essential
contributions that Black voices offer to discussions of the
environmental crisis. While white environmentalists might
well have some “reimagining” or “rethinking” to do, the
path toward a more sustainable future should not be framed
as something “new” for white people to discover, as such
a perspective erases the ecocentric lifestyles that have long
been embraced by marginalized people who have been
silenced by white supremacy. Turning to Chesnutt’s conjure
tales in contemporary discussions of the need to elevate
Black voices in the environmental justice movement is
a powerful way to demonstrate the rich history of Black
people’s intimate understandings of and connections with
the environment. Moreover, Chesnutt illustrates a landscape
that is permanently marked by white supremacy, just as
Frishman photographs a built environment that is haunted
by the “ghosts” of white supremacy. Recognizing these
racist legacies that shape our past and present is an essential
step in imagining a better future.
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